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because they are capable of "turning a stream of fresh and free
thought upon our stock notions and habits." *

Neither is the reader in absolute bondage to folklore. He
is able to enjoy literature with a folklore background different
from his own: else ancient masterpieces would be absolutely
dead, or they would assume a faint and precarious life only for
those historical students who could recapture vanished time.
The fact that there is a world literature is evidence of this
liberty. There is an appeal of the universal, under whatever
guise it may appear. After all, there is a human race; its widest
differences are far less profound than its essential identity. It
varies surprisingly little in space or time: in many thousand
years, it has not been able to invent an eighth deadly sin. Folk-
lore is the clothing, not the substance, of human thought. And
we are able to change the clothing with a very slight effort,
which is also a source of pleasure. We can reconstitute, for the
time being, myths we no longer accept. Thus even the most
severely trained scientist, unless he be thoroughly desiccated,
can induce in himself a mood that will enable him to enjoy a
fairy tale. We can attune ourselves to religious fervor in a
faith which is not our own; we can thrill with an alien patriot-
ism; we adopt, as a rule of the game, the strange codes of the
medieval baron, the Indian tribesman, or even the gangster.
This is due in part to the keen but childish pleasure of make-
believe and dressing-up. It is due, far more, to the capacity of
reaching the human substratum beneath the colorful surface.
It is this that makes World Literature possible; conversely, it
represents the highest service that World Literature can render.

Definite literature may be ephemeral; but its highest ambi-
tion is to achieve permanency. The bid for immortality is

1 In Victorian England, said Hilaire Belloc, although the freedom of the
press was officially unbounded, "a sort of cohesive public spirit glued and
immobilized all individual expression. One could float imprisoned as in a
stream of thick substance: one could not swim against it." Fortunately, this
was not wholly true even of Victorian England} but this caricature of the
Zeitgeist could well serve as a warning.